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March: The Wood Nymph

The Wood Nymph
•

I

By WILLIAM MARCH

new -guest arrived at the inn, Mrs. Siegert
haU made it a"point to introduce herself.-"You're Miss
Innis, aren't you?" she asked; but Miss Innis ,only stared
at her. "Oh, yes," she said presently. Her voice was tiny.
and it trembled like the voice of a little girl emllarrassel ,by her elders.
I
'
"I'm Mrs. Addie Siegert," that lady continued. ' "I come'
to the inn every season. ;Now you may tell me all about
i
..
yourself."
Miss Innis stood regarding her with round, uncertain
eyes. She said: "Oh, I did hope I wouldn't have to meet any
people here!" 'She seemed on the verge of tears, her jaw
trembling a little.
"Well, really," said Mrs. Siegert in a strange, baffled
voice.. "Well, really, Mi.ss Innis!"
But this afternoon Mrs. Siegert was on the sunny side
of the porch rocking excitedly and explaining Miss Innis to
her circle. "But wait I" she pleaded; "I haven't told you the
strangest part of all."
"You mean what she said about being a wood nymph?"
asked Mts. Corning.
Mrs. Siegert l}.odded. "Her exact words were, 'I don't
want to meet people because.I'm a wood nymph, and I won't
nave anything in common with people.' Those were her
exact words. I pledge you my honor."
Eloise Gore made a warning sound: "Sh-h-h 1 Here she
\ comes now 1"
Miss Innis came onto the porch and looked aBout her
with a rapt, vacant stare. She was wearing army breeches
with spiral puttees that afternoon. Her feet were shod in
st~utly soled boots and a man's felt hat rode high upon her
unbobbed, graying hair. Her thighs were high and wide in
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the khaki uniform and her bosom curved extravagantly:
Slowly her eyes came back to (the porch.: . She ran down the
long steps and skipped acrossi the lawn.
"You see?", said Mrs~' Si~gert hysterically.
"Be careful, Addie!" saia Mrs. Corning. "She'll hear
I
you!"
. I
"
But there was little chance that Miss Innis would hear'
the people who discussed her eccentricitie~, for there were~"
more important matters on h~r mind, and she was thinking,
at that moment, of the pool. .. She had come upon it on the
day she arrived at the 'inn, and since then she had spent
most of her time seated 'at rits rim and' looking into the
water. , .
I
The pool was tranquil and black and it lay below a
waterfall, to the left of a basswood tree. Three of its sides
were 'covered with close growing shrubs: When there was
no breeze the leaves of the shrubs hung lacquered and
deeply green, 'but when'a breeze blew, they lifted upward
and 'flashed their undersides to the sun. The sight of the
leaves trembling in waves of silver, or silver-gray, was very
beautiful to Miss Innis, but more beautiful than, anything,
she thought, was the shingle of sand that bounded the
eastern side of the water.
Miss Innis never tired of looking at the pool. Occasionally she would get up from her se~t under the basswood
: tree and lie upon the sand, scooping a palmful of the black
water and holding it close to her eyes. But in the sunlight
the water was not dark any more; it was as clear as crystal,
and that fa~t invariably distqrbed her. She WOl;lld hold the
water in her hand a -long time 'before pouring it back into the
pool, strfving at such momen~s to see the exact instant" when
its clearness became black again...
I
"
Afterwards she would l~e
upon her back, puzzled, and
,
think why that should be SQ. Her eyebrows would come
together and her lips would pucker up, and at such moments
she looked like a confused little girl, prematurely aged, who
would never be able"-to do her sums correctly.
I
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This afternoon she watched a pair of birds .who hung
~ suspendetl above the water and fanned the air so rapidly
with their tiny wings that they' seemed without movement
at all. Then, suddenly, as if upon some imperceptible
signal, they would fall downward and skim the surface of
the water, and rise again, in an effortless curve, without so
much as wetting'the tips of. their crimson, vibrating tails.
M;iss Innis watched the birds for a long time. "It
seems such a simple thing to do," she thought. "You just
~et yourself go, and fall downward, and then, when you
have almost touched the pool, you· spring up again." She
wondered if she could master the trick if she watched the
birds closely enough. "Of c'ourse I could dive from the top
of a tree," she said out loud. "That part is simple enough.
It's hanging suspended and then springing back afterwards
that'sl really hard, I imagine." She smiled vaguely and
.closed her eyes.
.
"If you try it, youH! only get wet."
The soft~ purring voice came from behind her, but Miss
Innis was' nqt startled at all, becaus'~ even before the voice
answered her, she had' known that he was there, and even~
.before she opened her eyes, she knew how he would look.
The boy was dressed in brown overalls and a shirt which
had once been' pink. 'His teeth were white against the
golden brown of his skin and his hair was a deep rep. When
Miss .Innis had collected her wits, she spoke to the boy.
"Are y~ou a human being1"
"Certainly not I"
"
"I beg your pardon. I did}\'t mean to be offensive."
"Well, how would you like it if I thought you were a
human being?"
"I never thought about it that way before," said Miss
.,'
,
Innis.
I
The boy lay on the sand and began building a house,
shaping the substance with caressing, experienced fingers.
Miss Innis laughed ,suddenly, and she found it impossible to
stop. She was' disappointed that the boy did not share her
L
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knowledge or join her laughter, but he seemed. devoid of
either subtlety or humor, and at last she saw that he was
growing angry at her merriment. He destroyed the sand
house and got up, brushing his clothes.
Miss Innis was beside him" at once. "Please don't go
away," she pleaded. "I wasn't laughing' at you personally.
It was something else."
1
•
"How long have yop been a wQod nymph, anyway?" he
asked suspiciously.
''Not long," she said humbly. "Any errors I mak~ are
errors of the mind, not the heart."
"I don~t even ,know what ,you're talking about."
"It doesn't matter," said Miss Innis shrugging her
shouldeFs. "It doesn't really matter, does it?".
\
"What's your name?" asked the boy.
"Miss Innis, of course."
"What's your first name.t'
"Oh, wouldn't you like t(j) know that?" answered Miss
Innis laughing archly. "Oh,' wouldn't you liJte to know!"
she- repeated, throwing ·prpvocative, glances over her
shoulder.
'
Then, suddenly, her mood changed. She sat beside the
boy and spoke earnestly. "I was only joking. I don't mind,
telling you my name. It's Gerrtrude."
"You're a mortal womani," he said.
He stretched out on the sand again, his arms spr~ad
wide~ one knee'slightly raised.' "How perfect he is," thoug.ht
Miss Innis. "He's so perfect he ought to be covered with
short, silken fur." Aloud she said, "A long time ago someone I loved called me Trudy, but I liked to have him call me
that."
:The boy yawned, turned on his ~ide and rippled the
pool with his finger.
Miss Innis began to cry shrilly. "Don't pretend!" she
said. "You know very well that it's too terrible to even
think about. 'Don't 'put your hands on me again,' I said.
Then he began to curse. me, and everybody in the white
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, house came out of their doors and stood looking at. me in
pity. I covered up my ears and ran away as fast as I'
could." \
.
Miss Innis stopped crying and said: "Oh, well, let's not
thi:q.k about it any more." Then, after a moment: "Shall I
dance for you?" and without waiting for his reply she
sprang up and began to skip about. She held her arms out
and waved them' up and down; she stopped and gathered
handfuls of the water, flinging it into the ~ir and laughing
~ with abandoned gaiety. She pretended that she had a veil
i~ her hands, which, at her pleasure, floated above her
head or trailed the earth at her feet. She would whirl
dizzily for a moment and then sink to the ground, arching
her back'and distending her fingers. When she' was tired,
she came again and sat with her back to the ~assfood tree.
The boy said: "You are a mortal woman." l
"Yes."
"I am the thing you have always wanted.'" I
"Yes," said Miss Innis. "Yes."
i
She came over tolf;he boy ~nd, put her arms around him.
She drew his head down to her shoulder and rocked him
gently. A feeling of peace came over her. She felt that
she was on the verge of an experience deeper and more
sensuous than sleep. She was sinking down, endlessly,
from one void to deeper and more delicate voids beneath.
She closed her eyes and abandoned herself to her sensations.
And so they rested for a long time. "Kiss me," she said. "I
am a human woman."
,
When Miss Innis opened her eyes later on ~and looked
about her she was surprised to see that the afternool\ had
passed.. The sun had already set, but the wood floated in a
light as 'golden and as heavy as honey. She had the ~eeling
that she rested on the 'bottom of a sea.in which trees, blurred
and indistinct, were growing. ' She felt, if she willed it, tnat
she could raise her arms and splash the air; that she could
spring upward, without effort, if she willed it, and float in
th~ light, and that it wquld bear her weight.

I
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Then she got up and walked across the sand, her lover's
arm about her, her head resting iagainst hi~ shoulder. There
w~re red markings on the surface of the pool, and the shrubs
which grew close to its brink were reflected' reversed and
~till from a depth which was limitless.
But when they reached the pool and she felt the cold
water swirling about her feet, she d~ew back and asked her,
lover a question. At his answer, she smiled and stepped
forward, and immediately. the pool closed-over her head.
She rose to the surface and began to struggle furiously
and to strike out with her hands, and she found herself,
somehow, in shallow water again. She crawled out upon
the sand and stood there incredulous. Beneath her she
could see the boy swimming strongly, his body flashing
through the water. Then he rose to the surface and held
out his arms to her, standing knee-deep in the water, awaiting her.
Miss Innis stared, her mouth opened wide· wi~h terror,
for he stood revealed to her at last, and in that final, syrupy
haze of twilight, his face sucked inward with a slow: gaseous
. sound and fell away. There welTe no lips now for her to kiss
and no langorous eyes to look at her beauty. She stood
paralyzed before these things, and then she turned and ran
blindly, tearing her clothes on brambles, stumbling over logs
and falling headlong into shallow ravines.
~
Once in her room, she locked the door and took off her
wet clothes. .She pulled back the covers of her bed' and 'lay
there trembling. "No! No!" she,said over and over. "I won't
do it! I won't go there again !"!
I
But even as she spoke, she! knew in her heart that she
lied to herself. "No! No!" sh~ said desperately, "It's too
terrible. I'll leave this place tonight and never come back.
I won't do it."
She turned on her back and cried softly so that the
other pe"ople at the inn could not hear her. "There's something strange the matter with me," she said. "I'm not really
well. I'm not well, at all."
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